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Law Firm Internships and the Making of Future Lawyers:  
An Empirical Study in Singapore 
 
Seow Hon Tan* 
 
This article examines the findings of an empirical study of law students from the Singapore 
Management University on their internship experiences at private law firms. As internships 
are frequently undertaken by law students, it is necessary for stakeholders to understand their 
impact on the values and ideals of law students in relation to the law and legal practice. This 
article seeks to increase the consciousness of law school educators, lawyers, and the 
professional bar about how law firm internships are contributing to the making of future 
lawyers, so as to facilitate the reflection by these parties as to their roles in shaping future 
lawyers.  
 
I. INTRODUCTION: OBJECTIVES, SUBJECTS AND METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 
 
Private law firm internships are frequently undertaken voluntarily by law students during vacations, 
sometimes as part of their search for a firm with a good fit that they can work at upon graduation, or as 
a useful means of networking1 with senior lawyers who might hire them. Oftentimes, too, students 
may be interested in learning more about legal practice and their suitability for particular types of law 
firm work.2 Private law firms are willing to offer internship programs as these allow them to locate 
good hires,3 even though there is potential exposure to liability.4 With an increased body of legal 
doctrines to master as compared with the nineteenth century, not many would argue that lawyers 
should continue to be trained solely through apprenticeships.5 In the setting of the ‘law school 
monopoly’6  for the training of lawyers, internships allow students to ‘integrate some of their 
classroom exposure into law practice settings’, 7  bridging ‘the gap between the law student’s 
theoretical knowledge and its practical application in the law office and the court room’,8 and giving 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
* Associate Professor of Law, Singapore Management University; SJD LLM (Harvard Law School); LLB 
(National University of Singapore). Email: seowhontan@smu.edu.sg. This project was funded by the Ministry of 
Education Academic Research Fund (Grant No. 11-C234-SMU-005). The findings of this project were presented 
at the International Legal Ethics Conference V, Banff, Canada, 12–14 July 2012. I am grateful to the students in 
my classes who responded to my calls for volunteers for this project. I also appreciate the work of my student 
assistant Ms Luo Ling Hui, the comments of Mr Gregory Vijayendran and Ms Teo Lu Jia on a first draft of the 
survey used in this project, the comments of the honorable Judicial Commissioner Mr George Wei on an earlier 
draft of the article, and Ms Claire Poh’s design of the slides for the presentation at the conference. A word of 
thanks also goes to the participants at the conference for their questions, and two anonymous referees of this 
journal for their helpful advice. All websites were accessed on 10 January 2014.  
1 Bernadette T Feeley, ‘Examining the Use of For-Profit Placements in Law School Externship Programs’ 
(2007–2008) 14 Clinical Law Review 37, 41. 
2 Amy J Stichman and Mary Ann Farkas, ‘The pedagogical use of internships in criminal justice programs’ 
(2005) 16 Journal of Criminal Justice Education 145, 147; ibid 50.   
3 Lori K Miller, Paul M Andersen, and Ted D Ayres, ‘The Internship Agreement: Recommendations and 
Realities’ (2002) 12 Journal of Legal Aspects of Sport 37, 37. This article looked at internships in general, not 
just law firm internships. 
4 See, for example, the analysis, albeit made in the context of paralegals, in Jacqueline Denise Saunders, 
‘Paralegal Internships: Assessing the Risks and Liabilities’ (2000) 16 Journal of Paralegal Education and 
Practice 105. 
5 Cornelius F Murphy, Jr, ‘Legal Education as a Joint Venture’ (1979) 6 Ohio Northern University Law Review 
307, 307–8. 
6 Ibid 308. 
7 Lynda Wertheim, ‘The Value of Internships in Legal Assistant Training Programs’ (1998) 5 Journal of 
Paralegal Education and Practice 21, 22. 
8 Albert E Harum, ‘Interneship Re-Examined: A ‘Do’ Program in Law School’ (1960) 46 American Bar 
Association Journal 713, 713. 
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students the opportunity to learn new material.9 In some schools, internships are mandated in the 
academic program, signalling the school’s belief that practical work experience should be an integral 
part of professional education.  
 
Singapore has an adversarial system of law and a fused legal profession. ‘Qualified persons’10 may be 
admitted as ‘advocates and solicitors’ of the Supreme Court of Singapore.11 A degree from certain 
specified institutions of higher learning is mandated for admission to the bar.12 The Faculty of Law at 
the National University of Singapore (‘NUS’) was the sole law school with its first batch of graduates 
in 196113 until the second was set up in the Singapore Management University (‘SMU’). SMU 
enrolled its first cohort of law students in 2007.14 Internships are not mandated as part of professional 
qualification. Instead, a practice training period must be served and a preparatory course leading to bar 
examinations must be completed.15 Such a practice training program after law school is similar to the 
post-law school internships that some recommend.16 The internships during, rather than after, law 
school education have the distinctive benefit of giving students the experience of real law office work 
earlier so that they may take stock of what to focus on in the remaining years of law school.  
 
SMU School of Law is the first law school in Singapore to mandate a ten-week internship with 
approved internship partners—law firms or the legal departments of corporations or government 
agencies17—as part of its curriculum, in order to ‘acquaint the students with the practical workings of 
the legal system and the realities of law practice in the private and public sectors’.18 In a recent 
REPORT OF THE 4TH COMMITTEE ON THE SUPPLY OF LAWYERS commissioned by the Minister of Law 
in Singapore, the Committee affirmed this was valuable and recommended a centralised and structured 
system to provide students with an early introduction to the realities of practice.19  
 
The school’s aim for mandating internships—to acquaint students with the realities of practice—is 
broadly stated. Some possible objectives include providing students with mental preparation for their 
careers, helping them to figure out what more they need to do in school to fill in the existing gaps in 
their knowledge and skills, and giving them a chance to decide on their areas of practice. Even the aim 
broadly defined, however, has the power to legitimise the values and professional ethos of lawyers that 
interns encounter, by branding such encounters as ‘the realities of practice’ that they must deal with if 
they hope to become successful lawyers. Empirical studies on legal education have concluded that law 
schools in their pedagogy (especially the Socratic method) and evaluation of students have legitimised 
values associated with ‘thinking like a lawyer’, socialising students into accepting and identifying 
certain conduct with effective lawyering, leading to a moral transformation of students and the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 William E Stone and John McLaren, ‘Assessing the undergraduate intern experience’ (1999) 10 Journal of 
Criminal Justice Education 171, 171. 
10 ‘Qualified persons’, according to the Legal Profession Act (Cap. 161, 2001 Rev. Ed.) (hereafter ‘LPA’), have 
qualifications as prescribed by the Act or by the Minister as authorised by the Act. Section 2(1) and (2), LPA.   
11 Section 11, LPA. 
12 Graduates from institutions outside of Singapore have to meet other stipulations. See Part III of the Legal 
Profession (Qualified Persons) Rules (Cap. 161, R 15, G.N. No. S 357/2001 Rev. Ed. 2002). 
13 www.law.nus.edu.sg.  
14 www.law.smu.edu.sg.  
15 www.sile.org.sg/admission-requirements/practice-training-period. 
16 Stephen R Alton, ‘Mandatory Prelicensure Internship’ (1995-1996) 2 Texas Wesleyan Law Review 115, 120–
1. 
17 Students may fulfil the ten-week requirement by interning with more than one internship partner. 
18 http://law.smu.edu.sg/programmes/internship-law. 
19  Para 4.19, Report of the 4th Committee on the Supply of Lawyers 
(www.mlaw.gov.sg/content/dam/minlaw/corp/News/4th%20Committee%20Report.pdf) (‘4th Committee 
Report’). The avowed aim is to lower the attrition rate in the profession eventually, though it is not clear how 
this would be achieved. One possibility is that law students would have more mental preparation for the 
difficulties of their working lives ahead and join the profession upon graduation only if they are ready for such 
challenges. This is in contrast to the position of the law school at NUS which stated that it did not favour making 
internships compulsory as that would diminish the value of such experiences for students who did not want to do 
them as well as the law firms at which they interned (Para 4.27).  
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reproduction of particular types of lawyers and hierarchies.20 Not many empirical studies have looked 
into the impact of internships on the reproduction of particular types of lawyers;21 no such project, to 
my knowledge, has been undertaken in Singapore. As internships provide most students with their first 
substantial encounters with lawyers, in situations when they are especially eager to impress or to 
conform and ‘fit in’, the formative potential of such encounters must not be overlooked. What sort of 
cues are interns picking up about ‘the realities of practice’? What are the values or ideals of law 
emphasised or neglected by lawyers? How are lawyers and legal practice viewed from the perspective 
of a lawyer-to-be? What sort of work ethic do lawyers impart? Does ethical reflection feature at all in 
the day-to-day life of a lawyer? These are issues educators and the professional bar have to grapple 
with, in case what is taught in law school is perceived to be of little value or contradicted in the 
students’ encounters during internship, shaping the students’ attitude and receptivity towards academic 
and professional courses and the learning of ethics. In an empirical study on the influences on a 
lawyer’s view as to whether professionalism includes the obligation to render pro bono service, for 
example, the organisational sector of the lawyer’s legal practice was found to be more influential than 
participation in mandatory law school pro bono.22  
 
With this gap in knowledge in view, I chose to assess, through an empirical project, the impact of law 
firm internships in shaping the values, ethos and work ethic of future lawyers. Some scholars observe 
that the focus on professionalism or professional identity has moved away from the public service 
ideal to that of technical proficiency in the current global economy 23  or to ‘an increasing 
commercialized version of professionalism … whereby new values such as client focus, performance, 
real time delivery and practice development exist alongside traditional notions such as public service 
and access to justice.’24 I focus, however, on the shaping of professionalism or professional identity 
beyond technical proficiency, broadly comprising the values, ethos and work ethic of lawyers. A 
central issue in relation to legal professional ethics is whether the professional identity of lawyers is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Lani Guinier, Michelle Fine and Jane Balin, Becoming Gentlemen: Women, Law School, and Institutional 
Change (Beacon Press, 1997) 61; Robert Granfield, Making Elite Lawyers (Routledge, 1992) chapter 5; Robert 
Granfield, ‘Constructing Professional Boundaries in Law School: Reactions of Students and Implications for 
Teachers’ (1994-1995) 4 Southern California Review of Law and Women’s Studies 53; Robert Granfield, ‘Do 
Law Students Abandon Their Ideals? The Crisis of Idealism in the Age of Affluence’ (1994) 18 Legal Studies 
Forum 53; Robert Granfield and Thomas Koenig, ‘The Fate of Elite Idealism: Accommodation and Ideological 
Work at Harvard Law School’ (1992) 39 Social Problems 315; Robert Granfield and Thomas Koenig, ‘Can Law 
School Idealism Survive? Implications for Progressive Lawyers’ (1997) 54 The Guild Practitioner 155; Hilary 
Sommerlad, ‘‘What Are You Doing Here? You Should Be Working in a Hair Salon or Something’: Outsider 
Status and Professional Socialization in the Solicitors’ Profession’ (2008) 2 Web JCLI; Seow Hon Tan, ‘Birthing 
the Lawyer: The Impact of Three Years of Law School on Law Students in the National University of 
Singapore’ (2010) Singapore Journal of Legal Studies 417; Seow Hon Tan, ‘Law School and the Making of the 
Student into a Lawyer: Transformation of First Year Law Students in the National University of Singapore’ 
(2009) 12 Legal Ethics 125–70. Other articles on how legal education shapes values have also been written: see, 
for example, David B Wilkins, ‘Two Paths to the Mountaintop? The Role of Legal Education in Shaping the 
Values of Black Corporate Lawyers’ (1992–1993) 45 Stanford Law Review 1981.  
21 The need for such studies has been recently emphasised in the context of the global law firm: James R 
Faulconbridge and Daniel Muzio, ‘Legal Education, Globalization, and Cultures of Professional Practice’ (2009) 
22 Georgetown Journal of Legal Ethics 1335, 1356-1357. A project of a similar nature had been undertaken by 
Lawrence Hellman many years ago; a few questions and options of answers in this project are adapted from that 
survey (Lawrence K Hellman, ‘The Effects of Law Office Work on the Formation of Law Students’ Professional 
Values: Observation, Explanation, Optimization’ (1990–1991) 4 Georgetown Journal of Legal Ethics 537). A 
more recent study of the formation of professional identity of new lawyers had also been done by Vivien 
Holmes, etc. (Vivien Holmes, Tony Foley, Stephen Tang and Margie Rowe, ‘Practising Professionalism: 
Observations from an Empirical Study of New Australian Lawyers’ (2012) 15 Legal Ethics 29). 
22 Robert Granfield, ‘The Meaning of Pro Bono: Institutional Variations in Professional Obligations Among 
Lawyers’ (2007) 41 Law and Society Review 113, 135. See, also, Robert Granfield, ‘Institutionalizing Public 
Service in Law School: Results on the Impact of Mandatory Pro Bono Programs’ (2006–2007) 54 Buffalo Law 
Review 1355.  
23 See Holmes, etc. (n 21). 
24 See Faulconbridge and Muzio (n 21) 1352.  
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not to be influenced by their non-professional identities.25 My examination of professionalism is 
broader and does not presuppose a conclusion as to whether lawyers are to be subject to a different 
morality in their professional roles. Professionalism also encompasses more than professional ethics— 
it includes, for example, the attitude to pro bono work and whether the profession is profit-driven or 
public service-oriented. This broader view of professionalism is also what new lawyers grapple with, 
if the findings of another study is anything to go by.26  
 
This study involved 52 students27 from SMU on their internship experiences at private law firms, 
where a majority of graduates from a typical law school begin their careers. The study comprised two 
parts: a quantitative survey, involving multiple-choice, ranking-type, rating-type and open-ended 
questions, conducted via an online survey tool 28  and a qualitative follow-up interview. 29  The 
respondents30 had done internships in the vacation period between May and August 2011. They were 
surveyed and interviewed in the following academic semester, between August and October 2011.31 
The main conclusions of this study are not uncontroverted: readers may interpret the findings 
differently, but my aim is to raise important questions and pointers for law professors and lawyers to 
think about. I hope the findings help to increase the consciousness of law school educators, lawyers 
and the professional bar as to how law firm internships contribute to the making of future lawyers, so 
as to facilitate reflection about our respective roles in shaping future lawyers. 
 
In Part II, I set out the profiles of the law firms, the internships and the respondents—the background 
against which the findings of the project may be understood. Part III reports the findings of the project 
in two sections: the first concerns the sense of accountability and ethical concerns of interns, and the 
second, the attitudes of interns towards future legal practice. Part IV and Part V consider respectively 
what lawyers and educators may do with the findings of this project. My concluding remarks are 
found in Part VI. 
 
II. PROFILES OF LAW FIRMS, INTERNSHIPS AND RESPONDENTS 
 
Most respondents32 interned at local law firms, with internships ranging from two to 10 weeks.33 The 
size of the firms is reported in Table 1 and the primary nature of work done in Table 2.34  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 See, for example, David B Wilkins, Identities and Roles: Race, Recognition, and Professional Responsibility 
(1998) 57 Maryland Law Review 1502, 1503–6; Professional Ethics for Lawyers and Law Schools (2001) 12 
Legal Education Review 47, 49–50; ‘Redefining the ‘Professional’ in Professional Ethics’ (1995) 58 Law and 
Contemporary Problems 241, 242–3.  
26 See Holmes, etc. (n 21) (Electronic copy: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1957909, 33). 
27 Internships done as part of the requirement of the curriculum may only be undertaken from after the second 
year in law school. An LL.B program takes four years to complete. As each cohort at the time of the survey had 
about 120 students, the sample size is significant. 
28 www.surveymonkey.com.  The questionnaire is available on request from the author.   
29 All quotations, unless otherwise noted to be from questions in the online survey, are obtained during the 
interviews. I conducted the interviews and my student assistant transcribed them.   
30 The respondents volunteered in response to emails which were sent to students who were in my ‘Legal Theory 
and Philosophy’ classes over several semesters. This is a course mandated for students, and typically done in the 
third or fourth year of legal education in SMU.  
31 Most of the respondents who had done more than one internship during that period were instructed, on a good 
faith basis, to draw lots on their own to randomly determine which internship would constitute the subject of the 
survey and interview. This was to avoid skewing the findings in the event that all the respondents talked about 
their worst or their best experiences. A handful had begun their survey before the rest were instructed on this 
point.  
32 88.5 per cent had done their internship at local law firms, and the rest at foreign firms. Two internships were 
done overseas. The internship that was the focus of each respondent’s survey might not be the respondent’s first 
internship. Each respondent was asked to focus only on one specific internship when doing the survey.  
33 While 21.2 per cent of the respondents had done only two-week internships, 71.1 per cent had done internships 
of three or four weeks. 
34 The other types of work not in the list that six respondents indicated they did were in the areas of shipping and 
intellectual property. 
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Table 1: Size of law firms 
 
Size of the law firm Responses 
Below 5 lawyers 11.5% {6}35 
6 to 20 25.0% {13} 
21 to 50 13.5% {7} 
51 to 100 5.8% {3} 
More than 100 44.2% {23} 
  
Table 2: Primary nature of work done   
 
Primary nature of work  Responses 
Corporate 42.3% {22} 
Family 17.3% {9} 
Criminal 17.3% {9} 
Civil litigation 65.4% {34} 
Real estate 7.7% {4} 
 
As the study sought the respondents’ opinions on matters such as the ethical practice of lawyers and 
aimed to gauge how internships were affecting them, the respondents were asked about the strength of 
their moral convictions about legal practice and ethics (Table 3). This variable might affect the results 
in two ways if the majority of respondents regarded themselves as morally indifferent: their answers 
about ethical practices of lawyers should treated with caution because they lacked ethical standards to 
begin with, and they were likely to receive cues more readily from lawyers in relation to what amounts 
to professional ethical behavior. As none of the respondents regard themselves as having the weakest 
of moral convictions, we can assume their own moral convictions interacted with the ethos of lawyers 
in most of the cases.   
 
Table 3: Students’ ratings of the strength of their moral convictions about legal practice and 
ethics   
 
Strength   Responses 
5 (Strongest) 13.5% {7} 
4 55.8% {29} 
3 23.1% {12} 
2 7.7% {4} 
1 0% {0} 
Rating average 3.75 
 
Many respondents, especially those who gave a rating of ‘4’ and above, were probed during the 
interviews about what they understood to be moral convictions about legal practice and ethics. Some 
were stumped. One respondent described moral convictions as whatever ‘capture(d) (his) moral 
flavour ... at the time.’ Another said, ‘It’s very hard for me to pinpoint a certain quality ... the general 
feel is that I should ... preserve the name and reputation of the legal profession.’ The examples some 
gave of morally objectionable behaviour were of acts that were legally or professionally proscribed, 
such as ‘under-the-table dealing’, lying, omitting important facts detrimental to the client, fabricating 
evidence or cheating when such actions served their clients, taking up a case when one had no ability 
to fight it or which one found morally objectionable, and failing to do one’s best for one’s client. One 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 The percentages out of the total number of responses for the questions would be indicated first, followed by 
the actual number of responses indicated in ‘{ }’, unless otherwise stated.  
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might have expected some respondents to more readily list a wider range of morally objectionable 
behaviour if the strength of their convictions was rated ‘4’ and above. Others related their convictions 
to the general ideals upon which the legal system was founded. One respondent said that lawyers 
should not ‘resort to (everything) to win their cases’ as that would ‘make a mockery’ of the system 
which was founded upon justice and fairness. Another’s conviction pertained to the role of lawyers— 
that lawyers had ‘to help others achieve justice and also to make the law known in simple terms to 
people.’ 
 
None of the preceding examples involved a personal moral conviction that added to, or deviated from, 
professionally required standards as generally understood across the Anglo-American legal systems, 
which are of greater concern as they render clients subject to variant services depending on the 
lawyers. According to certain views of lawyering such as the amoral ethical role36 and the traditional 
conception of the lawyer, if there is a conflict between one’s perceived personal duties and one’s 
professional duty, the professional considerations ought to prevail.37 According to the traditional 
conception, a lawyer is sometimes authorised or even required to do for a client what he would not do 
for himself. Pepper, for example, argues that to accord the lay person first-class citizenship in a society 
in which law is ubiquitous, she must be given full access to the law in a manner that is not filtered 
through the moral judgment of the lawyer as to which legal rights she is entitled to assert.38 Several 
respondents, however, seemed to hold lawyers subject to a general morality applicable to all persons, 
instead of a role morality. In these instances, we might expect that when they identified negative 
conduct of lawyers, the conduct in question might not be legally proscribed, and might even be legally 
required. An example of a personal conviction which may conflict with the professional duty to act in 
the client’s best interest is one respondent’s belief that lawyers should expend much effort in helping 
parties seeking a divorce to reconcile. Another respondent said she would be uncomfortable acting for 
a client in a clearly superior bargaining position who was pushing onerous terms on another party. She 
might persuade her client to offer fair terms but would ultimately defer to the client and count on the 
court to be fair if a dispute arose.39 Strictly, this respondent would not deny the client full access to the 
law; according to Professor Pepper’s view, a lawyer is entitled to engage in a moral dialogue with a 
client. Another respondent with strong moral convictions noted she would be uncomfortable acting for 
a client with a ‘terrible character’ or crafting the best case for a client who had in fact committed a 
crime. Another source of discomfort was doing criminal defense work in which the lawyer knew about 
the client’s admission of guilt but was under a duty not to disclose it. Such personal convictions run 
counter to common professional codes such as Singapore’s Legal Profession (Professional Conduct) 
Rules which states that the lawyer ‘shall not express his personal opinion of his client’s guilt or allow 
his personal feelings to affect his professional assessment of the facts or the law or to affect his duty to 
the Court.’40  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Richard Wasserstrom, ‘Lawyers as Professionals’ (1975-1976) 5 Human Rights 1; Stephen L Pepper, ‘The 
Lawyer’s Amoral Ethical Role’ (1986) 4 American Bar Association Research Journal 613. Compare with 
Gerald J Postema, ‘Moral Responsibility in Professional Ethics’ (1980) 55 New York University Law Review 63 
and W Bradley Wendel, ‘Lawyers and Butlers: The Remains of Amoral Ethics’ (1995-1996) 9 Georgetown 
Journal of Legal Ethics 161.  
37 See, example, Fried’s defense in Charles Fried, ‘The Lawyer as Friend’ (1975–1976) 85 Yale Law Journal 
1060.  
38 See Pepper (n 36). 
39 Such deference is not the only possible approach. As Shaffer notes, other methods of dealing with this are 
paternalism or engaging in a moral conversation with the client (Thomas L Shaffer, ‘The Practice of Law as 
Moral Discourse’ (1979–1980) 55 Notre Dame Law Review 231). See also Warren Lehman, ‘The Pursuit of 
Client’s Interest’ (1978–1979) 77 Michigan Law Review 1078 and Allan C Hutchinson, ‘Taking it Personally: 
Legal Ethics and Client Selection’ (1998) 1 Legal Ethics 168. Schwartz has also argued that the lawyer’s 
responsibility as an advocate is different from that as a non-advocate participating in her client’s negotiation in 
the absence of an impartial arbiter (Murray Schwartz, ‘The Professionalism and Accountability of Lawyers’ 
(1978) 66 California Law Review 669).  
40 Rule 60(b), Legal Profession (Professional Conduct) Rules (Cap. 161, R1 G.N. No. S 156/1998, Rev. Ed. 
2010). 
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Assuming that those interviewed on this question were representative of all, despite the apparent 
strength of convictions of many, most respondents would only be challenged if lawyers acted in 
violation of clear professional ethical standards. In a minority of cases, when respondents held 
personal moral convictions that conflicted with professional required standards, we expect respondents 
to be troubled even when professional ethical standards were met. If a substantial number of 
respondents were troubled by the ethical behaviour of lawyers, it would be reasonable to conclude that 
they encountered lawyers who were in outright ethical violations of professionally required standards 
or who failed to adhere to the spirit of the ethical codes.   
 
III. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 
This project assesses the extent to which the internship experience conveys to the respondents a sense 
of professionalism, constituted by the values, ethos and work ethic of those constituting the profession, 
that goes beyond technical proficiency. This part examines the sense of personal accountability and 
ethical responsibility and attitude to future legal practice interns pick up, with a view to finding out 
how the experience may be maximised for the making of the lawyers embracing a salutary ethos, 
rather than those who are merely technically competent. 
 
A. Personal Accountability and Ethical Responsibility   
 
The ethical sensitivity of lawyers is a point of concern for a self-regulated profession and the public. 
As future lawyers have their first encounters with lawyers during internships, is there acculturation in 
the development of ethical responsibility? At what stage do aspiring lawyers regard themselves as 
personally accountable?  
 
If the legal profession seeks to inculcate a strong sense of personal accountability, the findings suggest 
that firms should include interns in meetings with clients or demonstrate to interns that their work 
matter. More interns felt personally accountable to the firms than to clients (Table 4). Those who felt 
accountable to the clients did so because of several factors: personal interaction with the client, 
knowledge of the fees of the client, knowing their work was not checked thoroughly by supervising 
lawyers before it was sent to the client, empathy for the client, knowledge of the amount of money at 
stake for the client, or other knowledge that their work mattered in the overall picture. Others differed, 
suggesting that the supervising lawyers were ultimately responsible. 
 
Table 4: Sense of personal accountability   
 
Did you feel personally accountable? To the client To the firm To others? 
Yes 62.0% {31} 78.4% {40} 50.0% {20} 
No 38.0% {19} 21.6% {11} 50.0% {20} 
 
Interns did not think that lawyers often engaged in ethical dilemmas. About half the number of 
respondents41 indicated that they had no occasion to observe whether lawyers were sensitive to ethical 
questions. Those who had the occasion to observe such sensitivities rated, on average, their sense of 
lawyers’ sensitivity to ethical questions as 3.37 out of 5.42 They discerned such sensitivity when 
lawyers emphasised the importance of confidentiality to clients, when made to sign undertakings of 
confidentiality at the start of the internships, when told about the problem of insider trading when 
handling sensitive transactions, and when lawyers deliberated over the truth of clients’ testimonies. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 48.1 per cent. 
42 ‘5’ was highly sensitive. 
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Poor ratings were given for lawyers’ cavalier attitudes to clients,43 failure to disclose detrimental 
information,44 and resorting to the prevalence of a practice to justify it.45  
 
The internships did little to inculcate in interns a sense of the need for personal ethical judgments. 
About half the number of respondents46 felt concerned about their knowledge of professional rules and 
norms or about what constituted responsible or ethical conduct. Yet, only five referred to the 
professional code of ethics, and it was not to check whether the supervising lawyer was guilty of 
ethical infractions. Two checked the code to find out whether opposing counsel had acted in an 
unethical manner; three were involved in files relating to disciplinary proceedings against lawyers. 
When one was asked why he was not concerned about his lack of knowledge of professional rules 
though he had an occasion for ethical concern, he said he was not making the final call: the 
responsibility was the lawyer’s. This may spill over to the early years of one’s practice when a senior 
lawyer is perceived as ‘making the final call’. 
 
While it would have been good to ask respondents about actual breaches of professional codes of 
ethics, this was not realistic as many respondents had not done a professional ethics course. Instead, 
respondents were asked whether they observed any conduct which they regarded as unprofessional, 
unethical or wrongful on the part of the lawyers from the firm or outside the firm, and to rate47 the 
frequency and seriousness of such infractions. For frequency, the average rating was 1.56 out of 5; for 
seriousness, it was 1.62 out of 5. Bad examples included lawyers coaching clients, lawyers remarking 
that they should prolong the litigation process hoping that the other side would become insolvent, 
interns being expected to use their school’s online research tools though the school prohibited usage 
for non-educational purposes, and plagiarism in the practice of ‘cutting and pasting’ from precedent 
contracts.48    
 
Seven respondents49 indicated they had ethical concerns, during the internship, in relation to being 
asked to do, or being part of, what they felt50 they should not ethically be doing.51 Just as another 
study52 indicated that interns might feel constrained in raising such concerns, in this study four felt free 
to raise the ethical concerns and three did not. The latter three were asked to pick, from a list,53 all the 
reasons for their omission: two felt it was not serious enough to warrant sanctions; one was unsure 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 A respondent observed the indifference of a lawyer who had done many criminal cases who attended court for 
a mitigation plea seemingly without reading what the junior lawyer prepared. 
44 A respondent said it was ‘morally objectionable’ that a lawyer chose not to include many incriminating things 
which the client said in a mitigation plea so as to present the case most favourable to his client. 
45 A respondent’s concern about the lack of Chinese walls in relation to shipping litigation was dismissed on the 
ground that the practice was common. 
46 44.2 per cent. 
47 They were asked to rate from ‘1’ to ‘5’. The option ‘inapplicable’ was not available. As such, a rating of ‘1’ 
may be treated as ‘inapplicable’. 
48 Whether this was wrong, though, would depend on the source of these precedents. 
49 13.5 per cent. 
50 Whether a positive response indicated actual ethical infractions depended on the accuracy of the respondents’ 
view: a low response did not necessarily mean there were in fact few occasions for ethical concerns of this sort, 
and a positive response did not necessarily mean there were in fact ethical infractions. The significance of the 
question lay, however, in the follow-up, which sought to analyse whether the respondents would raise questions 
on such occasions.  
51 In contrast, to a more definitive question, only one respondent indicated that he was instructed to do something 
he felt he ethically should not be doing. This respondent was asked to approach a regulatory body the rules of 
which potentially affected his client and pretend to be an interested member of the public, rather than a lawyer. 
The respondent felt this amounted to lying to the authorities: when the authorities asked him for further 
information as to his particulars, he refrained from telling them he was working for a law firm. 
52 See Hellman (n 21) 572–7. 
53 The reasons that were not picked by anyone were the thought that it would be presumptuous as one was only 
an intern or the ensuing vulnerability in terms of future job prospects. 
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about whether the action in question amounted to misconduct;54 one felt it would be futile;55 one felt 
the need to conform; one had in mind the authority of the boss;56 one felt it did not matter as he or she 
could simply choose not to work in the firm; one felt it was better to live and let live.57 The silver 
lining was that most respondents58 would not apply to firms in which they had ethical concerns that 
were not satisfactorily addressed. The majority of respondents59 who indicated they had no ethical 
concerns were asked whether they thought, in retrospect, that they ought to have had ethical concerns. 
Three did. Picking from a list of reasons, two noted they were busy with work, two said they accepted 
authority too readily, and one said he or she was inexperienced. None said it was due to the firm 
culture. One respondent was involved in discovery and had to deal with large volumes of documents: 
he readily accepted the views of the lawyers that there was no need to disclose some of these. Overall, 
there is a chance that juniors tend to downplay their moral autonomy and adopt practices of senior 
lawyers—a reminder that it is all the more important for senior lawyers to set the tone for ethical 
practice. Unless we are content to take the view that moral agency and ethical judgments are the 
exclusive preserves of senior lawyers, more should be done to inculcate an ethical sensitivity in junior 
lawyers. The results in this section may not be worrying given the small number of occasions for 
ethical concern by the respondents’ moral lights. Correlated with the results in the next part about the 
respondents’ sense about future legal practice and their views about lawyers, however, a profession 
that seeks to continue to command the respect of the public cannot afford to disregard the question of 
whether it inculcates a sense of purpose in future lawyers. 
 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 For some respondents, while seemingly unethical conduct was involved, they felt they could do the work they 
were instructed to do as the result the partner wanted was not unjustifiable. For example, one respondent whose 
supervisor was writing an arbitration award told him what his decision was and asked him to write an award by 
finding anything to support that decision. He said, 
 
I don’t know if this is normal in practice for arbitration or even court judgments, but I thought at that 
time that it was a little unprofessional. I didn’t really think of refusing because it didn’t seem very 
serious to me, and his findings could easily be justified anyway.   
 
Another respondent felt structures used in tax planning were evasive but, in view of their legality, did not raise 
the issue. A respondent who was asked to make an enquiry of a regulatory body as a member of the public felt 
uncomfortable but did not raise her concern to the lawyer as she felt the work would be given to another intern 
who would do it anyway, and ‘technically’ it was lying but it was not dreadfully wrong as the public could make 
the same inquiry. 
55 A respondent noted that a lawyer who wanted something done a particular way told him that he did it all the 
time, which suggested that her moral concerns were irrelevant. 
56 A respondent who felt it was not ethical for her to be asked to amend an affidavit without a transcript or 
having sat through the interview with the client did not raise her discomfort with the firm. Asked why, she said, 
 
Because you’re at the bottom of the food chain. I don’t think they would appreciate a law student, 
questioning whether it’s ethical ... (T)hey seem quite busy and I already feel ... I’m taking a lot of their 
time when I ask them questions about work … (Q)uestioning them about ethics? It’s quite out of the 
question. 
 
When asked, she recognised that such dynamics would persist when she was a trainee or an associate, which 
might mean that she would not be raising such questions for a few years. Short of something severe such as a 
case involving a misappropriation of monies, she did not think she would do otherwise. 
57 A respondent who had a question about the difference between coaching and legitimate preparation did not 
feel free to ask her lawyer, ‘I didn't want to put him on the spot, embarrass him, because I think he also 
recognised (it) … (H)is body language, his demeanour - it … showed that he wasn't exactly very proud ... He just 
did it … wanting to win.’ (sic) 
58 28.8 per cent said they would. One felt resigned to his view that all firms had the same practice anyway in 
relation to the issue which was the subject of his discomfort—practices relating to discovery of documents 
59 Forty-five respondents. 
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B. Attitudes Towards Future Legal Practice 
 
As most respondents thought that the most, or second most, important value of internships was in 
giving them mental and emotional preparation for what lay ahead,60 how did they view their future 
careers as lawyers? What types of persons did they think they might become, or have to resist 
becoming?  
 
1. Lawyers as inspiring or as off-putting 
 
A majority of respondents61 encountered lawyers whom they could think of as role models or sources 
of inspiration. While some who were unimpressed noted they did not meet ‘shining beacons of light’ 
and that some lawyers were materialistic rainmakers who had lost sight of purpose, even some who 
were impressed gave deflating responses of how they were inspired. Several appreciated some lawyers 
for being ‘down-to-earth’, not ‘superficial’, and not ‘carrying a lot of ... branded goods’, either 
suggesting that unostentatious lawyers were a rare breed, or expressing relief that lawyers were not as 
‘other’ as they thought.62 Others listed work-life balance—seen in the lawyer’s interests in things 
outside of work and speaking fondly of one’s family—as inspiring, suggesting these respondents did 
not look forward to an all-consuming work culture characteristic of large law firms in which, as 
Kronman suggested, those with ‘no extraprofessional interests or involvements for which they feel 
they must reserve some portion of their strength’ were most likely to succeed or emerge as its 
‘heroes’.63 Morally neutral traits that were inspiring included excellence in their work, organisational 
skills, the ability to handle many different aspects of a client’s case, the ability to handle different 
cases at the same time, teaching well, and decisiveness. Cherished virtues included kindly supervision 
of interns, sincerity, passion, treating people with dignity, treating opposing counsel well, presenting 
cases fairly to the court even in the absence of opposing counsel, helping people,64 giving the best to 
probono work, being committed, and treating the client as a person and ‘not just a money-making 
thing’.  
 
Respondents were asked if they viewed any lawyers they encountered as persons they would not want 
to become, or whether they were put off by any lawyers. 38.4 per cent of the respondents rated ‘4’ and 
above out of ‘5’ for their sense of being put off (Table 5). As the question was phrased such that a 
respondent who had a personality clash with a lawyer might have given a high rating, strictly the 
results did not indicate that lawyers exhibited traits which were objectively or professionally negative 
or off-putting. In spite of the limitations of this finding, anecdotes during the interviews offered insight 
on negative behavior which should not be ignored, even if some perceptions were occasioned by 
hypersensitivity or undue expectations on the respondents’ parts. Some off-putting traits were the 
opposite of inspiring traits: they included lawyers being ‘pompous, self-indulgent, and arrogant’, being 
unhelpful or unapproachable to interns, creating an ‘atmosphere of fear’ or an ‘oppressive sort of 
environment’, petty behaviour in relation to administrative personnel, scolding subordinates in public, 
hypocrisy and differing treatment of clients and others, lack of sympathy to clients or treating them as 
means of earnings, not doing proper work for pro bono cases, boastful behavior, and a firm culture 
which contradicted the values extolled in firm brochures.65 While some lawyers might attribute 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 80.8 per cent of the respondents ranked this as the most or second most important value of internships. 
61 65.4 per cent. 
62 The study did not inquire into the social demographics of the respondents. Thus, it is not clear whether these 
expressions came from respondents who perceived themselves to be in a lower social class than the lawyers, as 
was the finding in another empirical study involving a large percentage of working class subjects (Hilary 
Sommerlad, ‘Researching and Theorizing the Processes of Professional Identity Formation’ (2007) 34 Journal of 
Law and Society 190, 200–3).  
63 Anthony T Kronman, The Lost Lawyer (Belknap, 1995) 307.  
64 A respondent was inspired by how a lawyer admonished a youth he was acting for, watching out for him as a 
parent would. 
65 The following anecdotes were told to me during the interviews. A respondent noted that litigators especially 
suffered from arrogance. Other boastful behaviour was observed amongst lawyers who talked constantly about 
themselves, showing off, for example, about the extravagant holidays they enjoyed. One respondent decried 
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criticisms to misunderstanding or the conduct of a few black sheep, the perspective of a new ‘insider’ 
such as an intern should lead offending lawyers to self-reflect. 
   
Table 5: Students’ ratings of extent to which lawyers they observed put them off   
 
Extent to which students were put off  Responses 
5 (‘Very put off’) 9.6% {5} 
4 28.8% {15} 
3 21.2% {11} 
2 23.1% {12} 
1 (‘Not at all put off’) 17.3% {9} 
Rating average 2.90 
 
Respondents were asked whether they encountered striking negative behaviour of lawyers in a list of 
areas (Table 6). While the survey relied on a commonsensical understanding of ‘striking’ and 
‘negative’, the interviews probed examples to ensure that the respondents’ understanding of the 
adjectives was not far-fetched. Twenty respondents indicated that they encountered no striking 
negative behaviour.66 Harassing conduct included lawyers making remarks in relation to interns that 
amounted to sexual innuendos. Negative behaviour towards client included being slipshod, doing last-
minute work, taking more cases than one could handle, treating the lawyer-client relationship like a 
business deal, being nice to clients but gossiping behind their backs, and lacking requisite legal 
knowledge and skills. Negative behaviour towards opposing counsel included deliberately replying or 
serving court papers close to the weekend to inconvenience the other lawyer, speaking in derogatory 
terms,67 gossiping about other lawyers, and using vulgarities. Negative behaviour towards opposing 
parties included derisory forms of cross-examination,68 being ‘overly adversarial’, writing harsh letters 
and expressing that one would ‘fight until the other party is drained of the money to proceed’. Other 
unethical conduct included those already mentioned in the preceding section on ethical concerns and 
sexist comments about the suitability of women for criminal law practice. While many of these 
incidents would not be the subject of disciplinary hearings, their existence in the clear recollection of 
respondents speaks of the gap between the respondents’ expectations of lawyers and the lawyers’ 
behavior, rendering such lawyers poor role models for professional ethos.  
 
Table 6: Encounters with striking negative behaviour of lawyers   
 
Did you encounter any striking negative behaviour of lawyers you worked with in the 
following areas?69 Responses 
Towards client 15.4% {8} 
Towards opposing party 7.7% {4} 
Towards opposing lawyer 13.5% {7} 
Coaching witness 1.9% {1} 
Candor to court 0% {0} 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
lawyers seeing ‘your client as a cash-milking machine’, and felt especially sorry for clients involved in divorce 
cases who were ‘very vulnerable’ and yet were charged a lot by lawyers who did little. Another recounted how a 
lawyer was ‘relaxed’, ‘happy’, and ‘jovial’ while acting for a client who was due to be sentenced to three years’ 
imprisonment. Another was dismayed that firms were concerned about their image and keen to present 
themselves as interested in pro bono but in the end would rather offer financial help than their lawyers’ time. 
Another was deeply disappointed that a lawyer told her that family law work was ‘dry’ and ‘boring’ when she 
expressed an interest in it, warning the respondent that she would not feel the same enthusiasm after she had 
done such work for years. 
66 This was listed under ‘Others’.  
67 Of lawyers calling other lawyers ‘stupid’ behind their backs, a respondent said lawyers who were in the same 
fraternity should not tarnish the reputations of fellow lawyers. 
68 One lawyer made the witness of the opposing party feel small for his poor command of the English language. 
69 I adopted some of these examples of negative behavior from Hellman’s article (see Hellman (n 21) 602). 
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Conflict of interest 0% {0} 
Confidentiality 0% {0} 
Competence 7.7% {4} 
Delaying tactics 19.2% {10} 
Frivolous claims 9.6% {5} 
Harassing conduct 1.9% {1} 
Improper influences 0% {0} 
Neglect 9.6% {5} 
Sexism 1.9% {1} 
Racism 0% {0} 
Corruption 0% {0} 
Billing 7.7% {4} 
Destruction of evidence 0% {0} 
Others 46.2% 
{24}70 
 
Negative hierarchical behaviour towards juniors and secretaries was also observed. 71  Some 
respondents noted that hierarchy might have resulted from the superior skills, knowledge, and 
experience that senior lawyers had, resulting in a sense of entitlement amongst successful lawyers and 
‘awe’ from others.  While arrogant persons exist in any field, it is disconcerting to find a sense of 
arrogant superiority in a profession called to serve the public and protect the dignity of individuals 
who are not in the know in relation to the law and who require special help from professionals to 
access a public good. If prevalent behavior is treated as the norm and reproduced over time, it does not 
bode well for the next generation of lawyers, especially as some respondents have already concluded 
that hierarchy was inevitable. Indeed, other studies suggest that lawyers are eventually remade to 
accept the hierarchies, with some ‘learning how to play these games and how to speak and embody 
authority’.72  
 
2. Most important traits of lawyers  
 
Respondents were given a list of traits from which they could rank the most important traits of a good 
lawyer (Table 7). About half of the respondents picked integrity as the most important trait. Only three 
persons gave integrity a ranking of 7th place and below. One who ranked integrity and passion for truth 
and justice at the bottom said that being a good lawyer had nothing to do with ‘upholding justice or 
having integrity’: being intelligent would help in winning cases, which was important in an adversarial 
system, but being morally upright would not. Some respondents spoke of the importance of integrity 
instrumentally, and not as peculiar to legal practice: it helped to build trust between persons, helping 
lawyers relate with clients. On the other hand, even as corporate transactions were often thought to be 
‘amoral’, some thought that ‘integrity’ was not relevant for corporate lawyers.    
 
The interviews revealed that sometimes respondents prioritised a trait which they felt was important 
but lacking;73 other times they prioritised a trait which they observed amongst successful or inspiring 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 This included 20 who did not experience any striking negative behavior.  
71 Examples included ‘yelling the name across the hall’ when calling out for juniors, being warned that certain 
persons expected to be treated with ceremony, ill-treatment of secretaries, and discrimination amongst interns. 
72 See Sommerlad (n 62) 212. The working class student may experience a special burden to act like the rest, in 
order to be accepted: see Granfield and Koenig (‘Can law school idealism survive? Implications for progressive 
lawyers’) (n 21) 162–3. 
73 A respondent who picked ‘passion for truth and justice’ as most important did so because the respondent felt 
this did not feature much in legal practice, especially in corporate work, when everything became routine after a 
while and people became accustomed to the idea that they should work for whoever paid them. The respondent 
bemoaned how it was forgotten that truth and justice featured in the law. 
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lawyers.74 In the latter case, internships gave respondents something to aspire towards. In the former, it 
was not known whether they would be put off practice because lawyers were perceived to be lacking 
in traits they regarded as important or whether they would emphasise those missing traits in their own 
professional lives.  
 
Table 7: Students’ rankings of traits of a good lawyer  
 
Traits   1 (most 
importan
t) 
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 (least 
importan
t) 
Integrity 
48.1% 
{25} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
9.6% 
{5} 
3.8% 
[2} 
3.8% 
{2} 
5.8% 
{3}  
11.5
% 
{6} 
1.9% 
{1} 
0% 
{0} 
 3.8% 
{2} 
0% {0} 
Good 
interperson
al skills 
7.7% {4} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
19.2
% 
{10} 
26.9
% 
{14} 
9.6% 
{5} 
7.7% 
{4} 
5.8% 
{3} 
3.8% 
{2} 
3.8% 
{2} 
0% {0} 
Intelligence 15.4% 
{8} 
17.3
% 
{9} 
21.2
% 
{11} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
7.7% 
{4} 
9.6% 
{5} 
5.8% 
{3} 
5.8% 
{3} 
0% 
{0} 
1.9% {1} 
Oratorical 
skills 2.0% {1} 
2.0% 
{1} 
9.8% 
{5} 
9.8% 
{5} 
7.8% 
{4} 
15.7
% 
{8} 
23.5
% 
{12} 
19.6
% 
{10} 
3.9% 
{2} 
5.9% {3} 
Writing 
ability 2.0% {1} 
2.0% 
{1} 
6.0% 
{3} 
14.0
% 
{7} 
22.0
% 
{11} 
10.0
% 
{5} 
26.0
% 
{13} 
14.0
% 
{7} 
4.0% 
{2} 
0% {0} 
Attention 
to detail 5.9% {3} 
 17.3
% 
{9} 
9.6% 
{5} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
 3.8% 
{2} 
5.8% 
{3} 
0% {0} 
Ability to 
win cases 4.0% {2} 
8.0% 
{4} 
0% 
{0} 
2.0% 
{1} 
6.0% 
{3} 
4.0% 
{2} 
10.0
% 
{5} 
24.0
% 
{12} 
36.0
% 
{18} 
6.0% {3} 
Strategy 
and tactical 
abilities 
5.9% {3} 
11.8
% 
{6} 
11.8
% 
{6} 
11.8
% 
{6} 
17.6
% 
{9} 
15.7
% 
{8} 
9.8% 
{5} 
7.8% 
{4} 
7.8% 
{4} 
0% {0} 
Aggression 
2.0% {1} 
0% 
{0} 
0% 
{0} 
0% 
{0} 
0% 
{0} 
2.0% 
{1} 
0% 
{0} 
10.0
% 
{5} 
18.0
% 
{9} 
68.0% 
{34} 
Passion for 
truth and 
justice 
7.7% {4} 
15.4
% 
{8} 
5.8% 
{3} 
7.7% 
{4} 
9.6% 
{5} 
7.7% 
{4} 
5.8% 
{3} 
11.5
% 
{6} 
17.3
% 
{9} 
11.5% 
{6} 
  
3. Metaphors of lawyers 
 
Another question required the respondents to reflect on their interaction with lawyers during their 
internship and choose the metaphors that best represented lawyers (Table 8). ‘Advocate for truth and 
justice’ was ranked in the first place by a much smaller number of respondents than either ‘friend of 
the client’ or ‘counsellor’. This suggested that many more respondents saw lawyers in a partisan role, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 One respondent who rated ‘oratorical skills’ as the most important trait was very impressed by a lawyer who 
had taken part in international mooting competitions whom she said had a lot of ‘charisma’. A respondent rated 
‘strategy’ as most important in relation to litigation noted that a partner admonished an associate who felt sorry 
for her client who was unlikely to get legal recourse, saying, ‘How (are you going) to be a lawyer if you’re going 
to feel sad?’ This set the tone for her: she concluded that ‘to be able to handle this kind of cases and sit through 
the trial for like more than two weeks, you would have to put some distance (between the case and yourself)’. 
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even if it was a positive sort of partisanship, than as the ‘lawyer-statesman’ in Kronman’s ideal, 
according to which the outstanding lawyer cared about the public good,75 or as an officer of the court, 
whose duty was to ‘assist the Court in ensuring a speedy and efficient trial and in arriving at a just 
decision’.76 The ‘hired gun’ was the most relevant metaphor for the most number of respondents.77 
The options of ‘friend of the client’ and ‘counsellor’ tied for second places.78 If we regarded these two 
options as similar, the sum of the respondents who picked them was far greater than the number that 
picked ‘hired gun’. The option of ‘liar/cheat’ was ranked by no one in the first six places, but the 
option of ‘prostitute whose services are hired for a fee’ was ranked by 14 persons in the first six 
places. These findings suggested again that the partisanship was viewed by most in a positive light. 
Those who picked good metaphors had not necessarily seen lawyers in such light: even if so, however, 
it showed that internships did not dampen their identification of legal practice with doing good.79 One 
who ranked ‘legal technician’ first did not see it as derogatory as a lawyer was hired for a skill he had. 
Nevertheless, this choice may be a cause for concern for idealists who believe that law is not purely 
instrumental but to be in service of larger ideals of justice and truth. Sadly, some were already viewing 
the law as merely instrumental—one respondent who put ‘advocate for truth and justice’ in the 6th 
place said that private law firm work, for example, during cross-examination, was about helping to 
‘tweak the case’ in the client’s favour, which was ‘subtle manipulation’. Some lawyers had a more 
direct impact on respondents through their description of themselves: a respondent had a mentor who 
suggested a lawyer was a prostitute or a hired gun and therefore picked these two metaphors as his top 
choices. Educators and lawyers should reflect on reasons for the less popular image of the lawyer as an 
advocate for truth and justice, and examine whether the current ethos which led to this ranking is one 
which we can, and should, seek to change. 
 
Table 8: Students’ rankings of metaphors that best represent lawyers (Top 6 rankings only are 
reproduced)   
 
Metaphors   1 (most 
relevant  
2 3 4 5 6 
Hired gun 28.9% {13} 11.1% {5} 
15.6% 
{7} 
15.6% 
{7} 
8.9% 
{4} 
8.9% 
{4} 
Friend of the client 22.4% {11} 10.2% {5} 
22.4% 
{11} 
26.5% 
{13} 
4.1% 
{2} 
6.1% 
{3} 
Counsellor 24.4% {11} 28.9% {13} 
15.6% 
{7} 
8.9% 
{4} 
8.9% 
{4} 
2.2% 
{1} 
Cog-in-the-wheel 7.5% {3} 15.0% {6} 
15.0% 
{6} 
15.0% 
{6} 
25.0% 
{10} 
5.0% 
{2} 
Prostitute whose services 
are hired for a fee 2.9% {1} 
5.9% 
{2} 
2.9% 
{1} 
2.9% 
{1} 
5.9% 
{2} 
20.6% 
{7} 
Advocate for truth and 
justice 4.5% {2} 
11.4% 
{5} 
9.1% 
{4} 
13.6% 
{6} 
15.9% 
{7} 
22.7% 
{10} 
Liar/cheat 0% {0} 0% {0} 0% {0} 0% {0} 0% {0} 0% {0} 
High class secretary 0% {0} 9.8% {4} 
7.3% 
{3} 
9.8% 
{4} 
9.8% 
{4} 
14.6% 
{6} 
Legal technician 19.6% {9} 19.6% {9} 
19.6% 
{9} 
4.3% 
{2} 
15.2% 
{7} 
8.7% 
{4} 
Others 22.2% {2} 11.1% {1} 
11.1% 
{1} 
0% {0} 0% {0} 11.1% 
{1} 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 See Kronman (n 63) 14.  
76 Rule 55(c), Legal Profession (Professional Conduct) Rules (Cap. 161, R1, G.N. No. S 156/1998, Rev. Ed.) 
2010. 
77 13 picked this. 
78 Each was picked by 11 respondents. 
79 For example, one respondent who picked ‘advocate for truth and justice’ said he saw the potential in lawyering 
for the lawyers to use legal strategy to seek justice, but learnt that through a ‘negative experience’. 
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4. Nature of future job: morality, meaningfulness and service 
 
Respondents were asked whether they viewed legal practice as largely amoral (Table 9), whether they 
felt a lawyer’s job was meaningful (Table 10), and whether they felt they could help to achieve justice 
as lawyers (Table 11).   
 
Table 9: Students’ ratings on amorality of lawyering   
 
Amorality of lawyering  Responses 
5 (‘Very amoral’) 1.9% {1} 
4 23.1% {12} 
3 30.8% {16} 
2 36.5% {19} 
1 (‘Imbued with morality’) 7.7% {4} 
Rating average 2.75 
 
Table 10: Students’ ratings of conviction about meaningfulness of lawyering   
 
Meaningfulness of lawyering  Responses 
5 (‘Strong conviction about meaningfulness’) 30.8% {16} 
4 38.5% {20} 
3 25.0% {13} 
2 5.8% {3} 
1 (‘Meaningless’) 0% {0} 
Rating average 3.94 
 
Table 11: Students’ ratings of conviction that they can help to achieve justice as lawyers   
 
Ability to achieve justice as lawyers (5 = Strong conviction) Responses 
5 (‘Strong conviction that you can help achieve justice’) 21.2% {11} 
4 38.5% {20} 
3 26.9% {14} 
2 9.6% {5} 
1 (‘Very unlikely’) 3.8% {2} 
Rating average 3.63 
 
Not everyone believed that justice would be served or foremost in the minds of lawyers, distinguishing 
between a ‘court of law’ and a ‘court of justice’.80 Some were unsure what justice connoted, with one 
respondent even wondering whether it meant doing everything one’s client wanted, although some 
academics too note that what constituted justice is ‘by no means self-evident’.81 Some respondents 
thought they could achieve justice even if they saw law as amoral, as treating the client with dignity 
was a means of achieving justice. The disconnect between law and justice, and the uncertainty or sense 
of abstraction surrounding the concept of justice, as seen in the interviews, suggest that lawyers and 
educators ought to do more to get future lawyers to reflect on the purpose of law.  
 
Likewise, while the average rating of meaningfulness was high, there was a lack of a moral vision. 
One respondent explained, 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 A respondent admitted it only occurred to her that justice mattered when she met the client, saw him in tears, 
and realised how much his life had been affected by the litigation. 
81 Deborah L Rhode, ‘The Pursuit of Justice’ (2001–2002) 70 Fordham Law Review 1543, 1545.  
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I don’t feel my morality being engaged … while surfing LexisNexis. Like a nuclear scientist 
may not feel his morals engaged while he tries to figure out his mathematical models, he may 
ultimately feel that his work is ‘meaningful’ because it now provides power to millions of 
families. 
 
This might mean that, given the ubiquitous nature of law and its facilitation of relations in society, 
meaning lies in providing an essential service. For others, meaning came from the job satisfaction 
associated with intellectually challenging work. Some academics have criticised the emphasis on such 
personal rewards ‘to the exclusion of the social significance of the work’ as troubling as ‘they 
contribute to a conception of professional roles ... disconnected from social purpose and meaning.’82  
Incidentally, several who identified meaning as arising from the intellectual challenges and the 
opportunities to help people with professional knowledge had spoken in relation to ‘corporate 
transactions’.83 A common sentiment was that corporate practice was less meaningful than family or 
criminal law practice, as it was hard ‘to find meaning in merely crunching numbers and filing 
documents.’ Litigation, in contrast, involved interacting with real people and seeing the impact of 
one’s work on their lives. Some respondents thought it would be meaningful to give another person ‘a 
voice’, especially if the case involved an issue close to the client’s heart. Criminal and family law 
practice were identified as meaningful because they were where ‘people really need help’. In contrast, 
‘in the corporate world it’s a lot about money’ and ‘one business taking advantage of another’.84  
 
Generally, it seemed that Kronman’s ‘lawyer-statesman ideal’ was seen as absent in private law firm 
work. Public service was seen as more meaningful, less bottomline-oriented: one was ‘part of 
something bigger’ and ‘producing something that is beneficial as a whole’. Even in prosecution work, 
the goal was to seek justice rather than the greatest number of convictions. The legal aid bureau was 
singled out for affording legal access to the downtrodden. Somewhat comically, one respondent noted 
that lawyers in the public sector were more ‘light-hearted’ and less ‘worn out’, in comparison to 
private lawyers who looked ‘very haggard’. Nevertheless, some respondents preferred starting out in a 
private law firm as, in one respondent’s opinion, it would be easier to switch from that to the public 
sector than vice versa.  
 
Doing pro bono work was regarded as meaningful, as respondents would be ‘giving … to … the 
under-privileged class who deserve dignity but … can't afford the means of justice’85 and also because 
they were freely choosing to take on these cases. Respondents seemed somewhat surprised when I 
noted that it was troubling if pro bono work, not the mainstay of their daily professional lives, was 
what immediately came to their minds as meaningful. A recommendation is that respondents should 
give more thought to the fact that their choice of firms and areas of practice would determine the 
demographics of the clients they encounter.86  Their decisions would determine the intellectual 
challenges, financial rewards and meaningfulness of their future work. What constituted the mainstay 
of their daily professional lives was up to them—albeit in their decision at the outset about the firm 
and area of practice. This fact ought to have been intuitive, but anecdotally, hearing young associates 
grumble about the lack of choice they have in large firms, many young persons do not seem to realise 
their autonomy lies in their decision at the beginning of their career.  
 
  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 William M Sullivan, Anne Colby, Judith Welch Wegner, Lloyd Bond and Lee S Shulman, Educating 
Lawyers: Preparation for the Profession of Law (Jossey-Bass, 2007) 150 (‘Carnegie Report’). 
83 Perhaps the best identification of such a role is as a problem-solver, helping the client navigate around the 
complex rules in the area. See Carrie Menkel-Meadow, ‘When Winning Isn’t Everything: The Lawyer As 
Problem Solver’ (2000) 28 Hofstra Law Review 905. 
84 One disillusioned respondent, however, doubted the meaningfulness of family and criminal law practice as 
law’s effectiveness in serving justice depended ultimately on what evidence was available. 
85 In this vein, see, for example, Nadine Strossen, Pro Bono Legal Work: For the Good of Not Only the Public, 
But Also the Lawyer and the Legal Profession (1992–1993) 91 Michigan Law Review 2122.  
86 See Hutchinson (n 39) 176. 
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5. Ideals   
 
A majority87 of respondents felt that they were as idealistic (or as lacking in idealism) before and after 
the internship. Internships were dampening of idealism in more than thrice as many respondents as it 
was enhancing of idealism.88 The factors that lessened idealism included long hours, the nature of the 
work, the fact that transactions were not as ‘big’ as some thought, work stress, the lack of connection 
between the practice of law and the service of justice, the culture and behaviour of lawyers, the 
negative things lawyers said about their work,89 the perception that ‘dollars and cents’ mattered more 
than serving people,90 and thoughts about one’s suitability for the profession. The disappointment felt 
by those who had hoped to serve the community but discovered through their internship experiences 
that there might be limited opportunities in a private law firm context is consistent with findings in 
other studies,91 
 
(B)efore you come to law school, you think that … as a lawyer you get to do so many things, 
you get to change law, you really get to make an impact in someone’s life, or make a 
difference in society. After you go through an internship, you’ll realise you probably can’t do 
that unless you’re joining the government service … And then when you go to trial it’s 
already not so much about the law, it’s usually about the facts, unless you actually go up to the 
Court of Appeal.  Beyond that it’s normally just … about the particular client. 
 
Approximately as many respondents were looking forward to legal practice before their first internship 
as after (Table 12). One who looked forward to legal practice after, but not before, the internships felt 
that the legal industry was not as intimidating after all. While she had thought that lawyers were 
generally ‘hostile and aggressive’, she realised it depended on the firm’s culture and the supervising 
lawyer.  Some no longer looked forward to legal practice as they did not want to face having to ‘suck 
up’ to bosses, or because of the ‘nature of conversations that go on between lawyers’.   
 
Table 12: Sense of anticipation towards legal practice   
 
Are you looking forward to legal practice? Before internship After internship 
Yes 69.2% {36} 65.4% {34} 
No 30.8% {16} 34.6% {18} 
 
IV. SOUL SEARCHING FOR LAWYERS 
 
When norms in professional codes are phrased generally so as to allow an interpretation according to 
its letter or spirit, how are they interpreted? I assumed that professional norms would be applied 
through interpretative lens when I asked the respondents what they thought was most likely to play the 
greatest role in ethical decisions when they became lawyers. Encounters at internships were deemed 
relevant by 46 respondents, and amongst these, a ranking in the sixth place was most popular (Table 
13).  The top three factors with the greatest influence on their ethical decisions were personal values, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87 67.3 per cent. 
88 7.7 per cent indicated they were more idealistic, while 25 per cent indicated they were less idealistic. 
89 As an example of what lawyers said of themselves, one respondent recounted how one law firm partner told 
him that the legal profession was ‘the worst job’ and it was not as ‘glorious’ as lawyers were made out to be in 
pop culture – having to be meek and fearful in courts and facing the pressures of many timelines, ‘(T)he 
associate in my company stayed overnight for a few days during my internship when I was there. So that really 
… burst the bubble of a lawyer being a good job.’ (sic) 
90 A respondent was struck by the lack of service orientation, the concern with ‘meeting the bottomline’ and 
profits, ‘making use of the clients’, ‘treating them as though they (were) money trees’, and not giving poor 
people access to the law.   
91 See Holmes, etc (n 21) (Electronic copy: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1957909 at page 7). 
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religion,92 and upbringing—personal subjective factors which had nothing to do with law or the legal 
profession.93 This finding contradicted the view that situational factors were more important in 
influencing ethical or unethical behavior.94 A limitation of this question, however, was its focus on 
what respondents thought to be most influential in their ethical decisions. Legal practice was 
constituted not just by ethical decisions, strictly speaking, but also by choices made from one’s 
(sometimes less tangible) ideals and one’s sense of professionalism. The extent to which the business 
aspects of legal practice such as profits and billables dominated one’s work, for example, would 
influence one’s day-to-day decisions. 
 
Table 13: Students’ rankings of factors playing greatest role in ethical decisions as a lawyer (Top 
3 rankings only are reproduced)  
 
Factors 1 (Greatest role) 2 3 
Upbringing 20.0% {10} 40.0% {20} 34.0% {17} 
Personal values 50.0% {26} 42.3% {22} 5.8% {3} 
Religion 29.8% {14} 6.4% {3} 23.4% {11} 
Law school 0% {0} 4.2% {2} 2.1% {1} 
Peers 0% {0} 0% {0} 13.7% {7} 
Encounters at internship 4.3% {2} 0% {0} 2.2% {1} 
Views of firm/bosses/ practice group 0% {0} 10.2% {5} 24.5% {12} 
  
The extent to which internships served to construct, for the interns, the sense of professionalism was 
seen in their answers to the questions discussed in the last section of the preceding Part of this article,95 
which recounted their attitude towards their future as lawyers. Another study has concluded that a 
similarity, or an ability to play down differences, in background with the firm’s decision-makers can 
contribute to one’s ease with a firm’s culture as well as the firm’s view about one’s compatibility, and 
thereby ‘contribute to the reproduction of the legal profession’s exclusionary culture’.96 Even social 
events organised by the firms can reveal the ‘outsider’ in the firm’s culture, for example, if one does 
not want to drink alcohol in a firm in which drinking in expected at firm events.97 In view of the 
tendency towards acculturation, the sense of professionalism and what it means to fit into the 
profession’s culture as perceived during internships may be influential in their future roles. This is a 
reasonable conclusion from this particular empirical project because ‘ethics’ was delineated narrowly 
by respondents, as seen in the limited examples given by most respondents when asked about the 
subject of their strong moral convictions.98 Also, given the views of many respondents that practices 
such as those in corporate departments of law firms were largely amoral in nature, their senses of how 
lawyers should behave would be most influential in their work given their oblivion towards ethical 
issues that arose in corporate practice, such as the need for Chinese walls, duties to the public in 
relation to initial public offerings, and adhering to the spirit, rather than letter, of corporate regulations. 
If ethical issues rarely arose in their view, they would not regard themselves as ethically challenged 
and would reproduce with less qualms whatever they thought was professional behavior. It is 
reasonable to conclude that interns were shaped by their encounters at internships in their perceptions 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 In relation to religion, some Buddhists and Christians, in particular, noted the important roles of their religions. 
A respondent noted that a religion such as Christianity was often decisive in dismissing the relevance of the 
commonality of a practice in counting towards its justifiability. 
93 For a discussion of the problems associated with the conflict of these and professional norms, see Bruce A 
Green, ‘The Role of Personal Values in Professional Decisionmaking’ (1997–1998) 11 Georgetown Journal of 
Legal Ethics 19.  
94 See the study by Leslie C Levin, ‘Bad Apples, Bad Lawyers, or Bad Decisionmaking’  (2009) 22 Georgetown 
Journal of Legal Ethics 1549.  
95 Section B of Part III.  
96 Andrew Francis and Hilary Sommerlad, Access to Legal Work Experience and its Role in the (Re)production 
of Legal Professional Identity (2009) 16 International Journal of the Legal Profession 63, 65.  
97 Ibid 77. 
98 Part II.  
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of what being a lawyer entailed on a day-to-day basis, even while they thought that their personal 
values, religion or upbringing continued to play the most important role in the ethical issues which did 
not, in their view, often arise. As another empirical study noted, the decisions that have to be made 
everyday are ‘inextricably concerned with considerations of professional identity’.99  
 
Some respondents admitted that it was only natural to be influenced by the values of one’s fellow 
lawyers, especially one’s seniors, in the firm. A young lawyer’s lack of knowledge about expectations, 
coupled with the superior’s ability to determine one’s financial rewards, the incentive to conform, and 
the human factor of desiring to be liked, were important to one respondent, who said: ‘You just go in 
and you just want to do what your boss asks you to do and do it well but you don't know what is doing 
it well. And you hope that the person will like you.’ As lawyers fresh out of school were eager to 
please, the sense of what constituted professional behaviour, gleaned from internship experiences, 
might influence new lawyers’ conclusions of what was required, especially when legal practice left 
one with little time each day to reflect.  
 
Given that the construction of professionalism impacts one’s legal practice, lawyers should bear the 
following in mind.  
 
First, the interns, like other humans in any situation, go to the firms in some ways as their own 
persons. They respond differently to situations of conflicts. Some have strong ethical fundamentals 
which lead them to resolve to stay away from firms the values of which they do not share; others are 
more malleable. Some are more ambitious than others in wanting to succeed professionally. As one 
respondent put it,  
 
(The lawyers) were all generally quite nice. But … there were a couple of them who were 
always in the office all the time and they had huge eyebags and had no time for anybody … I 
wasn't put off because of who they are but I realised the lifestyle was not something I wanted. 
 
Someone with a workaholic nature might not be similarly put off. Despite the different dreams, goals, 
values and temperaments of the interns, encounters at internships present the interns with the basic 
information (whether truly representative or not) about the profession which they ‘mix’ with their own 
‘raw material’ to decide what they want for their future. The professional ethos conveyed by lawyers 
at internships matters. If the law is founded upon ideals of justice and is truly a public good, a 
professional ethos which conveys that would go some way to attract future lawyers of suitable 
constitutions and inclinations. A respondent, for example, was impressed that an associate who was 
driven by the ideals of truth and justice had pasted a note on her wall in bold, ‘The truth’.  Another 
respondent said, 
 
I wasn't looking forward to working as a lawyer ... I wasn't sure whether I was capable of 
doing the work. And I didn't want to be a lawyer because I thought there're so many bad things 
associated with being one. But … I got to meet people who I thought were good role models 
and they changed my mind about what a lawyer could be.   
 
Indeed, the fact that interns were using the opportunity of internships to discern their suitability for the 
legal profession makes it exigent for lawyers to be better stewards of the law. The words of one 
respondent provides insight into the kind of reflection interns were engaging in as they watch the 
lawyers, 
 
(T)o be a lawyer ... you need to be able to put aside a lot of other considerations...you need to 
be able to withstand the harsh competitive environment ... (B)ecause I think I tend to get a bit 
emotional at times, (I don’t know) whether I can withstand … (the) … pressure. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 See Holmes, etc. (n 21) (Electronic copy: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1957909 at page 31). 
This is the pre-edited version of the following article: Law Firm Internships and the Making of Future 
Lawyers: An Empirical Study in Singapore, forthcoming, (2014) 17(1) Legal Ethics. 	  
	   20 
Lawyers should not absolve themselves of the responsibility to be good stewards of the ideals of the 
profession and of the law on the misguided assumption that interns are already set on particular paths 
based on personal subjective factors alone and lawyers could not make any difference to that.  
 
Second, lawyers should be more mindful of the age gap and of the dynamics of a superior-subordinate 
relation and the fact that they may be viewed as role models or as off-putting. It was regrettable how 
some idealistic interns had their idealism dampened by jaded lawyers, who failed to encourage or 
mentor them in their desires to do something meaningful with their lives. Lawyers should be viewing 
internships as opportunities to contribute to the training of future lawyers,100 and to keep in touch with 
what is happening in law schools and provide meaningful feedback on the law school curriculum. 
Perhaps mentorship programs should also be considered. For these to be different from internships, 
they should take place over a longer period of time, and factors such as goals and interests of the 
students should be considered in the pairing.101 While this is likely to be more resource-intensive than 
internships, lawyers themselves are likely to be transformed by their new responsibilities in a way that 
changes their approach towards interns.  
 
Third, firms should also strive for consistency between the corporate image that they portray, for 
example, holding themselves out as family-friendly firms allowing some lawyers to work from home 
or on a part-time basis, or suggesting they are committed to pro bono work, on the one hand, and 
values upheld in practice, on the other. One respondent was disappointed when some partners told her 
that ‘once you join this firm, pro bono is a thing of the past’; the firm portrayed itself in corporate 
brochures as valuing pro bono work. Given that integrity is the profession’s hallmark, such 
inconsistent behavior should be avoided.   
 
V.  THE ROLE OF EDUCATORS 
 
Law professors should be conscious of our potential to reinforce or reverse whatever was picked up 
during internships. The interviews revealed that our influence is by no means small. A respondent 
complained: ‘(I)n a commercial law module, Prof told us just yesterday and last week, “Come on, you 
all must think like sharks, smell the blood.”’ Law professors should serve as the ballast, instead of 
reinforcing negative values. In spite of the lengthier time that most respondents will subsequently 
spend in legal practice, law professors should not discount the formative influences of school. As one 
respondent put it, 
 
I spend a lot of time in school ... (B)ecause you are so uncertain about law, practice, and all 
that, a lot of things you hear, you learn (first) from the law professors. And if the law 
professors are … very money-oriented ... he or she will tell a lot of things to the students to 
incentivise them to go to … corporate practice where probably they can earn a lot of money ... 
(I)n the pursuit of money, we forget a lot of things in life ... I think that teachers ... need to 
constantly remind students about good lawyers who really go out and help people ... telling 
them inspiring stories about what they … can do as individuals to ... help ... people.102 
 
Some students seek our guidance on how to harness the transformative potential of the law in their 
future legal practice. Opinions on how the law may be employed to vindicate parties and redress 
wrongs in a legal dispute, how the intrinsic worth of subjects of the law is protected through the law, 
and how the emphasis on particular principles of contract law can perpetuate economic inequality, for 
example, may be value-added onto the teaching of black-letter law.   
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The failure to point to the importance of foundational ideals of the law contributes to the atmosphere 
of the classroom and shapes students’ views of their future callings. As the writers of the Carnegie 
Report noted, 
 
Although some people believe that law school cannot affect students’ values or ethical 
perspectives, in our view law school cannot help but affect them. For better or worse, the law 
school years constitute a powerful moral apprenticeship, whether or not this is intentional. 
Law schools play an important role in shaping their students’ values, habits of mind, 
perceptions, and interpretations of the legal world, as well as their understanding of their roles 
and responsibilities as lawyers and the criteria by which they define and evaluate professional 
success … Insofar as law schools choose not to place ethical-social values within the inner 
circle of their highest esteem and most central preoccupation, and insofar as they fail to make 
systematic efforts to educate towards a central moral tradition of lawyering, legal education 
may inadvertently contribute to the demoralization of the legal profession and its loss of a 
moral compass … Students are learning not only from the courses they take but also from the 
moral culture or atmosphere of their classrooms and the law school campus more broadly. 
They also learn from their relationships with particular faculty and with fellow students, their 
perceptions of faculty interests and priorities …103 
 
Often, our failure is more basic than omitting to impart ethical ideals. It lies in our teaching that 
perpetuates the dominant image of the lawyer as the relentless partisan advocate who seeks to win for 
his client at all costs. As noted in the Carnegie Report, 
 
The models of the lawyer that legal education transmits to students can, in fact, fall short of 
the Model Rules (of Professional Conduct set out by the American Bar Association). The 
focus of law school on the juridical-process-as-conflict resonates with the dominant images of 
the lawyer in popular circulation. In the popular understanding, vigorous advocacy for clients 
overshadows the demands of legal professionalism. However atypical the tense courtroom 
drama may be in the careers of most lawyers, the important dimensions of the lawyer as 
counselor and court officer are simply less visible unless they are regularly analyzed, 
modeled, and practiced, as well as ceremonially invoked.104 
 
If legal education is to play a genuine role in the training of future lawyers, ideals must be imparted 
not only in philosophy or ethics courses. The role of the lawyer as an officer of the legal system and 
not just as a partisan advocate of a client in an adversarial system must be emphasised in doctrinal 
courses even when dealing with issues in hypothetical scenarios.  
 
Aside from the failure to impart ethical ideals or give a complete picture of the lawyer’s role, another 
problem is that in some schools, there exists socialisation towards large firm or corporate practices.105 
Pressure upon students may result from the treatment of lawyers in certain firms or areas of practice as 
the elites. Educators should rethink the values we are imparting and the range of options we are 
upholding before the students as worthy of their lives’ commitment, though students should also take 
the responsibility for the lifestyle choices that they make in their choice of firms and areas of practice.  
  
VI.  CONCLUSION 
 
Even though not all law schools mandate internships as part of their curricula, it is nearly unthinkable 
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through law school without doing any internship. As most respondents also regarded as the value of 
internships the mental and emotional preparation for what lay ahead, law school educators and lawyers 
must reflect on the acculturation that goes on during internships.  
 
In particular, as this study showed, the impact on the respondents was less in terms of understanding 
the importance of compliance with professional ethical codes, and more in terms of general 
impressions about what constituted professionalism and what a typical lawyer was like, what was 
expected of her, what she was entitled to, how she treated others (including opposing counsel, clients, 
support staff, junior lawyers, and interns), and what ideals she lived in service of on a day-to-day 
basis. No study at this stage can be conclusive on whether most respondents would become like the 
lawyers they met, or would be conscious of and resist the socialisation into a practice they did not 
regard as salutary. There are, however, important indications for our reflection: authority of senior 
lawyers tended to be readily accepted; respondents were figuring out whether they were suitable for 
legal practice (or particular areas of legal practice) by observing the work of lawyers as well as what 
lawyers were like, even socially; respondents were somewhat limited in their imagination of the work 
they could do in future by what they observed at internships. Some were surprisingly conscious of the 
interaction between their personalities or characters and their professional lives, in a manner which 
those who insist that their professional identities were separate from their true selves would deny. One 
respondent perspicaciously noted that it was inevitable that  professional experiences, as a significant 
part of their life experiences, would shape them as persons, 
 
I also recognise that your work is going to influence your personal character ... (I)t’s not 
because you are someone who is being shaped by your work (per se) but you are being shaped 
by your experiences in life ... (I)t just happens that you're in the legal industry. 
 
In view of these indications, the legal profession cannot neglect how it is being watched by interns and 
how it cannot help but impart an ethos to future generations of lawyers. Unless lawyers are merely 
technicians, the legal profession cannot focus merely on the formal training it provides. This study in 
the end says something about mentoring in the legal profession, beginning from the time of 
internships. What identity and values do senior lawyers embrace and desire to pass on to younger 
lawyers? If each lawyer cannot help but end up being a role model of some others who adopt some of 
his practices, a profession that seeks to foster a salutary ethos cannot neglect to reflect on what it is 
passing on to the next generation of lawyers. 
 
  
 
